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Multiple Perspectives on Business: Models of Process and Content
Christofer Tolis
Dept. of Information Management, Stockholm School of Economics, Sweden. E-mail: ict@hhs.se

Abstract
An important part of trying to improve a business is to describe and visualize it. A common theme in many
recent approaches to development work, e.g. Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), is to concentrate on
important processes in the business. Often, the models used in such a context are limited to a specific type
of process models. In order to be better prepared for different problems, possibilities, and other issues in the
business, there is a need for also covering additional perspectives.
This paper presents four basic model types, each based on a different perspective on the business. Two of
the model types share a focus on process: behavior models (e.g. flowcharts) and transformation models
(e.g. process graphs). The other two share a focus on content: Category models (e.g. data models) and
Factor models (e.g. goal models).

Why Focus on Model Perspectives?
Descriptions of the business are a commonly used tool for people engaged in improvement work. Graphical
models in various forms often come to use when trying to understand and change the business. The use of
models are also a recurring part in most of the large number of approaches available for business
development.
Although the type or types of models being advocated varies between different approaches, the last years
have showed a rising interest in models of processes. Popular approaches such as Business Process Reengineering (Davenport, 1993; Hammer & Champy, 1993), Process Management (Steneskog, 1991;
Rummler & Brache, 1995), and Total Quality Management (Bergman & Klevsjö, 1994), all shares a focus
on business processes.
In order to avoid the risk of only identifying and addressing a limited set of issues, multiple perspectives of
the business are required. Even in cases of BPR, there is a need to describe other things than processes.
Other types of business models then become useful complements to the specific type of process models
being used.
There are a number of differences that are important for successful work with models in development work
(cf. Tolis, 1996). One often-discussed difference has to do with available model types. Today there is an
abundance of different types of models to choose from. As often as they are confused with each other,
relationships between them are missed. Despite some differences being purely cosmetic, others deserve
more close attention.

Four Basic Types of Business Models
Building on earlier work (cf. Tolis & Nilsson, 1996 and Tolis, 1994), a classification of business models
into four basic types is presented in the following. Each of the four types represents a specific perspective
on the business. Two focus on process (behavior and transformation models), the other two on content
(category and factor models).
Process models focus on dynamic courses of events in the business. Change and time-flow are important
characteristics for a process model. Content models, on the other hand, focus on static conditions and
characteristics in the business that are considered to prevail over time. They grasp the content and structure
of work rather than its processes.

To exemplify the four different perspectives, a recurring example is used in the following. It is based on the
so-called Y-model (Lundeberg., 1993) and relates to planning work, an important part of change work. The
planning work is described with the help of each model type. The importance lies not in the symbols which
are used in each example, but rather in the more basic differences in the type of model illustrated.
Behavior Models
A behavior model describes the work sequence of the actor in the process from beginning to end (see
Figure 1 for an example). The parts of the process (marked by circles) lead to each other via different states
for the subject who is acting (marked with arrows; start- and stop states specially marked as rounded
rectangles). For example, the change from the first part of the process "identify goals and problems" occurs
when the actor begins to "analyze needs for change".

Figure 1. Behavior model for planning work.
It is clear here that the model describes, and thereby controls, the subject. Possible objects which are used
or created in the process have a considerably less visible existence. In the example they are not shown at
all.
One consequence of focusing on the subject's behavior is that all re-iterations which the subject can/should
do must be set out in the model. The final check in the example involves a choice: either one is ready or
one has to start to "identify goals and problems" again.
As is clearly seen, the subject is treated uniformly in the whole model. It is assumed to be one and the same
subject who carries out the whole process. In those cases in which one sees the subject in a wider sense,
consisting of several actors (people and/or machines), certain steps in the work can be carried out by parts
of the subject. The actual transfer between different actors is however implicit in a behavior model.
Behavior models are process models which focus on the behavior of whoever carries out the process (the
subject or actor of the process).
Central to the internal perspective is the way the work gets done in the process. Characteristic for a
behavior model is that the connections between different parts of the process are formed by the subject, i.e.
the actor in the process. Examples of behavior models are flowcharts and routine sketches (cf. Axelsson, &
Ortman, 1990). Behavior models can be useful when dealing with questions such as:
•
•
•

Ways of carrying out the process
Tasks of actors and organizational units
Instructions for specific ways of dealing with events occurring in the business

Transformation Models
A transformation model describes changes in the things which are dealt with in the process (See Figure 2
for an example). The parts of the process (marked with circles) lead to each other through different states
for the objects affected (marked with arrows equipped with rhomboids). The first part of the process, for

example, uses the object "situation description" to create the two objects "goals" and "problems". These
two are then used to arrive at "needs for change" etc.

Figure 2. Transformation model for planning work.
Given that there are input objects to the process, the model says nothing about the order which a certain
subject needs to follow. There is no barrier to going back to work more on "needs for change" after creating
"course of action". Possible re-iterations for the subject are thus not described by the transformation model.
In the case of re-iterations for the object, on the other hand, e.g. in the case of a warehouse, this can of
course be described.
Transformation models are process models which focus on transitions of that which is dealt with in the
process (the objects of the process).
Central to the external perspective is what the process uses and what it results in. Characteristic for a
transformation model is that connections between different parts of the process consist of its objects, i.e.
that which is treated or dealt with in the process. Examples of transformation models are dataflow diagrams
(cf. e.g. Yourdon, 1989) and process graphs (cf. Steneskog, 1991). Transformation models can be useful
when dealing with questions such as:
•
•
•

Successive value-adding of core objects
Transfers between different actors and organizational units
Integration with external processes, e.g. with customers and partners.

Category Models
A category model describes how different phenomena in the business relate to each other (see Figure 3 for
an example). The parts of the work content are categories, (marked with rectangles) which together build a
structure. The categories normally include a number of common phenomena. The category "alternatives for
change", for example, contains a number of different ways of bringing about a change.

Figure 3. Category model for planning work.
Relationships exist between categories (marked with lines; arrows indicate reading direction). A
relationship can include one or several phenomena within the category (marked without or with a fork on

the line). For example, a "need for change" can be solved by several "alternatives for change", whilst an
"alternative for change" solves a specific "need for change".
In comparison with process models, category models focus on phenomena which are unchanged or constant
in the business. For example, instead of describing how goals are created or used in different processes,
category models describe how goals relate to other phenomena, abstract or concrete, e.g. stakeholders.
Category models are content models which focus on important categories of phenomena in the business
and their relationships to one another.
Categories exist in many forms. Some examples are concepts, data, business objects, standard components,
and areas of responsibility. Characteristic for a category model is that connections between categories are
formed by prevailing conditions. A common type of category models are conceptual models or data models
(cf. Sundgren, 1992). Examples of questions for which category models can be useful are:
•
•
•

Connections between central concepts in the business
Structures in product and service ranges
Responsibility relationships between different stakeholders

Factor Models
A factor model describes different conditions in the business and how they affect each other (see Figure 4
for an example). The parts of the work content are factors (marked with circles), which can vary in strength
or scope. "Situation knowledge" is the degree of the same, in this case in the persons involved with the
planning work.

Figure 4. Factor model for planning work.
The connection between factors consists of influence or dependence relationships (marked with arrows).
Another name for factor models therefore, is influence models. If one factor is changed, others can be
affected either in the same direction or the opposite (marked with +/- on the arrows). For example, an
increase in "evaluation ability" leads to an increase in "usability of course of action" whilst an increase in
"forgetfulness" leads to a decrease in "situation knowledge".
Compared with process models, factor models focus on conditions which vary in the business. For
example, instead of describing how goals are created and used, factor models describe how insight into
them is affected by other factors varying, e.g. problem insight.
Factor models are content models which focus on important factors (conditions) in the business and the
influences these have on each other.
Factors occur in different forms. Goals, visions, problems, strengths, fields of force, and critical success
factors are some examples. Characteristic for factor models is that the connection between factors consists

of their experienced influence. A common type of factor model are goal models (cf. e.g. Goldkuhl &
Röstlinger, 1988, and Willars, 1993). Examples of questions where factor models can be useful are:
•
•
•

Influences between important problems, causes and symptoms
Supporting and hindering factors for a certain result
Causal relations between central quantities and variables in the business

Conclusions
There are a large number of different business models available. Choosing a suitable type of model
depends, of course, to a large extent on the situation. The aim of this presentation has been to point out
special characteristics of four basic types of business models. By being aware of the perspective that each
model type represent (cf. Figure 5), it is possible to make a more informed choice in a given context. All
four model types complement each other and it is an advantage to know and be able to choose between
them all-or any hybrid forms which might exist.

Figure 5. The four perspectives on the business.
Also in a context where processes are in focus, e.g. in a BPR project, there are reasons for working with
several types of models, not just a single type of process models. Through working with multiple
perspectives, one reduces the risk of missing some important aspect of the business.
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